observe and sketch, mixing with country folk, dining at local eateries. His discriminating tastes and humorous accounts of people and places, recorded in his diaries, were largely lost in the 1896 earthquake, but his absorption with natural beauty, which he held "exquisite, beyond capability of describing with brush" (1), survived in his landscapes.
Legend has it that seeing the work of master printmaker Katsushika Hokusai (1760-1849) inspired Hiroshige to become a ukiyo-e artist, to create images of the "floating world." These images, drawn from the transient world of actors and others in Edo's theater district, expanded to encompass scenes of nature and eventually the life of the common people: "Living only for the moment, turning our full attention to the pleasures of the moon, the snow, the cherry blossoms, and the maple leaves; singing songs, drinking wine, diverting ourselves in just floating, floating…like a gourd floating along with the river current; this is the floating world" (5) .
Hiroshige formed his own interpretation of the floating world, which he summed up in the inscription on The Hundred Views of Mount Fuji: "…the old man [Hokusai] had drawn grasses, trees, birds, animals, and other things in his usual talented brush….his work focused upon making things interesting….I simply reproduce sketches of what I had seen before my eyes" (6) . But true to life as Hiroshige was, he captured the pathos, not the details, favoring white spaces, flattened forms, organic scenes in brilliant color. Like van Gogh, he tried to draw not "a hand, but the gesture, not a mathematically correct head, but the general expression….In short, life" (7).
Hiroshige was very prolific. He created thousands of images of his beloved Edo and surrounding provincesbridges, roads, temples-under all manner of weather, day and night. He named them all personally, as he also had a talent for verse, which he dispersed generously and with wit. His prints were copied and reprinted freely.
Plum Garden at Kameido, in a series created just a year before his death, shows the master's unparalleled facility with Japanese topography. This close-up of a plum tree, thick trunk framing the famed gardens, young sprouts shooting out the edge, blossoms placed seductively against a sky flushed red, is an essay in perspective. The tree trunk, a main attraction, is what we are less likely to see, its spare immediacy too close to the lens. Hiroshige wants us to venture past it into the spring extravaganza beyond.
Perspective, a Western influence, graces many of Hiroshige's later works, which having excelled in capturing life as he saw it, now explored its depth. Master of illusion, he brought what he saw into focus, knowing full well that the scene was but a composition of life elements, not life itself.
Hiroshige's dilemma with perspective is not unlike the scientist's, who also draws selected objects closer for a better look. But magnification and clarity are no guarantee of true perspective in the laboratory any more than in art.
Out in the open, under the proverbial lighthouse, lies always the risk of missing the obvious in close and plain view. And despite the science frame, zoonotic and vectorborne interactions and connections within the natural environment, like the strolling visitors in the garden at Kameido, can easily be overlooked.
